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THE FEEBLY INHIBITED, II. NOMADISM OR THE WANDERING 
IMPULSE, WITH SPECIAL REFERENCE TO HEREDITY 

By C. B. Davenport 

STATION FOR EXPERIMENTAL EVOLUTION, CARNEGIE INSTITUTION QF WASHINGTON 
Presented to the Academy, January 12, 1 91 5 

Some persons are always satisfied to remain at home and dislike the 
thought of traveling; at another extreme are the tramps and nomadic 
gypsies; at still another extreme are those who, capable of steady and 
effective work, periodically, often in a more or less dazed condition, run 
away from their homes. The term nomadism is here adopted for this 
trait in all of its varied manifestations, the racial connotation of the 
term being advantageous rather than otherwise. 

Nomadism has been widely studied by psychiatrists who have seen 
in the various periodic disorders with which it is often associated the 
causes of the different forms that it takes. Thus are distinguished de- 
mented, melancholic, epileptic, hysteric and other "fuges." The present 
study starts with the inquiry: Are the similar symptoms that are asso- 
ciated with such different mental states wholly independent, or have 
they a common cause? 

A tendency to wander in some degree belongs to all locomotor ani- 
mals. That such a tendency is a fundamental instinct in man also is 
indicated by four lines of evidence: (1) that the anthropoid apes (rep- 
resenting the primate stock from which man sprang) are nomads; (2) 
that primitive peoples (Fugeians, Australians, Bushmen, Hottentots) 
are nomads and this trait is widespread among other, less primitive, 
tribes; (3) that the tendency to wander is nearly universal among young 
children who have only recently learned to walk; (4) and that, at adol- 
escence, the instinct (no doubt associated with the mating impulses) 
becomes keen again. 

To get further light on nomadism one hundred family histories, de- 
posited at the Eugenics Record Office, have been analyzed and tabulated 
according to the nature of the matings. The results of this tabulation 
is given on the following page. 

This table shows that far more males than females are nomadic, 171 
males to 15 females. This suggests the hypothesis that nomadism is 
a sex-linked trait. If this hypothesis be true, in a mating of a normal 
man and a woman who, though normal, comes of nomadic stock, half 
of the sons and none of the daughters are nomadic. Combining matings 
1, 6, 7, and 8, which are the matings in question, we get the following 
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distribution of tendencies in the offspring. Males: W, 133; not W, 109; 
females: W, 4; not W, 118. The shortage of not-W males is easily 
accounted for by the circumstances that only fraternities of offspring 
showing nomadics are included in our table; any fraternity which by 
chance, through small size or otherwise, shows no nomads is excluded. 
Of the four female nomads (where none is expected) it is to be said that 
all are daughters of three men who are really quite insufficiently known 
and ought not to be considered in this connection. The details are set 
forth in the full paper. There is no clear case of a nomadic daughter 
whose father is known to be non-nomadic. 



Table op Distribution of Nomadism (W) 


in Offspring of Various Matings 
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2. Father not W, of not-W strain; Mother, 
W 





3. Father and Mother both W 





4. Father, W; Mother not W, of W 
strain 


7 


5. Father W; Mother not W, W relatives 
unknown 


13 


6. Father not W, of W strain; Mother 
not W, of W strain 


2 


7. Father not W, of W strain; Mother 

8. Relatives of father and mother (and 

frequently the parents themselves) 
little known 


11 
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Abbreviations: W, wandering impulse, nomadism; x, unknown; t yg, died young. 

The criterion that all sons of a nomadic mother are nomadic is tested 
by reference to matings 2 and 3. All but four sons are nomadic. Of 
the exceptions three are recorded with great doubt and one with much 
lack of detail. 

The next criterion, that all daughters of two nomadic parents are 
nomadic is realized, in mating 3, unfortunately in too small numbers. 

The criterion that half of the daughters and half of the sons of nomad- 
bearing fraternities derived from nomadic fathers are nomadic may be 
tested in matings 4 and 5. The expected equality is, indeed, found in 
the sons but, probably on account of small numbers, inexactly in the 
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daughters. In general our Histories show that nomadic fathers may- 
have no nomadic sons, but there is no case of a nomadic mother of more 
than two children none of whom is nomadic. Thus our data support 
the hypothesis that the paralysis of the control of the momadic impulse 
is a sex-linked trait. 

Other hypotheses, such as (1) that nomadism is, like the beard in man, 
essentially a male characteristic, and (2) that nomadism is less common 
among women than among men solely because it is less feasible for women 
to live a nomadic life, are not at all supported by a full consideration 
of the facts. 

Finally, the frequent association of nomadic impulses with psychoses 
both periodic (depressions, migraine, hysteria, sprees) and constitutional 
(feeblemindedness and dementia-precox) is explained as follows. The 
wandering instinct is, in man, fundamental, basic. In the more intel- 
lectual part of the population, under the influence of the mores, this im- 
pulse is more or less satisfactorily repressed where there is good reason 
why it should be, except in families of periodics where the inhibitions 
are temporarily paralyzed and the person 'breaks out.' Among consti- 
tutional mental inferiors on the other hand, the inhibitions may be 
slightly developed and such persons show a constant roving tendency — 
as ne'er-do-wells, some tramps, the gypsies and other nomadic tribes. 
All classes of nomadism can thus be ascribed to one fundamental cause, 
the nomadic instinct. In addition, since the more intelligent represen- 
tatives of the nomadic race are able, in a measure, under ordinary cir- 
cumstances, where it appears desirable, to inhibit their impulses, we 
find that, with such people, the unstable, wandering impulse is apt to 
be associated with a periodic disturbance that renders inoperative the 
inhibitory machinery; these disturbances are not the fundamental cause 
of the nomadic impulse but merely permit it to show itself. The capac- 
ity for such periodic disturbance is sex-linked. 

The complete paper will probably appear in the Journal of Nervous 
and Mental Disease and in the Bulletin of the Eugenics Record Office. 

ANNOUNCEMENTS 

WILLIAM ELLERY HALE LECTURES 

The third course of lectures on the William Ellery Hale Foundation will 
be given by Professor Thomas Chrowder Chamberlin, of the University of 
Chicago, at the next annual meeting of the Academy, on "The Evolution of 
the Earth." 



